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Abstract 
This study assesses the impact of domestic dogs on the natural environment.  The 
principal issue investigated is that of disturbance and the consequences for native 
wildlife, particularly vertebrate species.  In addition to the catastrophic effects of 
killing, maiming and orphaning of wildlife; disturbance can contribute to energetic 
loss through premature flight or reduced feed intake and reproductive disruption due 
to nest disturbance.  Dogs have been implicated in disease transmission to native 
wildlife; with faecal contamination of waterways having potential negative affects for 
marine mammal health.  Hybridisation with other canid species is also an issue of 
concern, as is expropriation of land for the production of food for pet dogs. 
The study commences with an overview of ecological disturbance.  The literature 
review then assesses the role of domestic dogs in ecological disturbance, public 
attitudes towards compliance with dog management legislation and the remediation 
and mitigation of disturbance by dogs. 
Data obtained from the Resource Management and Conservation section of the 
Tasmanian Department of Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and 
Environment regarding native wildlife presenting for care was analysed in order to 
determine the principal reported causes of death and injury to native wildlife in 
Tasmania.  These results were then compared with data from the Australian Wildlife 
Health Centre - Wildlife Hospital at Healesville Sanctuary in Victoria and the data 
submitted by Tasmanian veterinarians through a three month diary of wildlife 
presentations recorded by ten practices. 
The data is indicative of domestic dogs having a more deleterious effect than 
domestic cats on native wildlife in Tasmania; particularly in urban and suburban areas 
and on beaches. 
Acknowledgements 
I would particularly like to thank my supervisor, Dr Peter McQuillan.  His advice and 
support has been the key to my completing this thesis.  He has been ever ready to 
answer questions and provide suggestions regarding the presentation of this thesis. 
Ms Patsy Davies, Resource Management and Conservation Service, DPIPWE 
Tasmania and her colleagues, who enabled me to gain access to their records of native 
wildlife coming into care.  They made me most welcome during the period I was 
transcribing their records onto my computer. 
Dr David Obendorf, who assessed the cause of death of several bandicoots and brush 
possums I found in Poimena Reserve in Austins Ferry over the past few years.  The 
cadavers I presented were not necessarily the freshest! 
All the veterinary practices who maintained diaries of native wildlife presenting for 
treatment over a three month period.  Dr James Harris, of Mayfair Veterinary Clinic 
in Sandy Bay, has been particularly helpful and encouraging. 
Staff and fellow students who offered advice and support. 
All those wonderful people who keep the wheels turning, generally known as support 
staff, in the School of Geography and Environmental Studies. 
The librarians in Morris Miller, the Royal Society of Tasmania and the Science 
Library; and not forgetting those wonderful folk in the document delivery service. 
Table of contents 
Declaration of originality ........................................................................ i 
Abstract ................................................................................................... ii 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................. iii 
Table of contents ..................................................................................... iv 
List of figures .......................................................................................... vii 
List of tables ............................................................................................ vii 
Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
 
Chapter 2: Disturbance 4 
2.1 Natural extraterrestrial disturbance ................................................... 4 
2.2 Natural terrestrial disturbance ........................................................... 5 
2.3 Other natural disturbance agents ....................................................... 5 
2.4 Anthropogenic climate change .......................................................... 5 
2.5 Other anthropogenic disturbance agencies ........................................ 6 
2.6 Consequences of disturbance ............................................................ 6 
2.6.1 Reduced/increased numbers present .................................. 8 
2.6.2 Foraging disruption ............................................................ 9 
2.6.3 Energetic loss ..................................................................... 10 
2.6.4 Nest disturbance ................................................................. 11 
2.6.5 Eggs being chilled or over-heated. ..................................... 12 
 
Chapter 3: Disturbance by domestic dogs 13 
3.1 Introduction ....................................................................................... 13 
3.2 Disturbance types .............................................................................. 13 
3.3 Predation............................................................................................ 15 
3.3.1 Predisposing causes of predation ....................................... 15 
3.3.2 Methodology for determining species being predated ....... 16 
3.3.3 Scat analysis ....................................................................... 17 
3.3.4 Predation on mammals ....................................................... 18 
3.3.5 Predation on birds............................................................... 21 
3.3.6 Predation on reptiles ........................................................... 22 
3.4 Beach disturbance ............................................................................. 24 
3.5 Bushland and park disturbance ......................................................... 24 
3.6 Energetic loss .................................................................................... 27 
3.7 Disease transmission ......................................................................... 27 
3.7.1 General ............................................................................... 27 
3.7.2 Disease transmission to terrestrial mammals ..................... 28 
3.7.3 Disease transmission to estuarine and marine mammals ... 30 
3.8 Hybridising with native dogs ............................................................ 33 
3.9 Effects upon vegetation ..................................................................... 34 
3.10 Other disturbance effects ................................................................. 34 
 
Chapter 4: The relative rates of death and injury 
to native wildlife in Tasmania 35 
4.1 Introduction ....................................................................................... 35 
4.2 Methods ............................................................................................. 35 
4.3 Data from the Tasmanian Resource Management and Conservation 
      section 2006-2010 ............................................................................. 36 
4.4 Domestic dog attacks ........................................................................ 36 
4.4.1 Mammals .............................................................................. 36 
4.4.2 Birds ..................................................................................... 37 
4.4.3 Reptiles ................................................................................. 38 
4.5 Domestic cat attacks .......................................................................... 38 
4.5.1 Mammals .............................................................................. 38 
4.5.2 Birds ..................................................................................... 39 
4.5.3 Reptiles ................................................................................. 40 
4.6 Summary of results ........................................................................... 42 
4.6.1 Use of animal care databases ................................................ 42 
4.6.2 Dog attacks ............................................................................ 43 
4.6.3 Cat attacks ............................................................................. 43 
4.6.4 Species at particular risk ....................................................... 44 
4.7 Data from Healesville Wildlife Hospital ........................................... 44 
4.8 Data from Tasmanian veterinary diaries ........................................... 50 
4.9 Summary ........................................................................................... 51 
4.10 Suggestions for future practice ........................................................ 52 
 
Chapter 5: Attitudes and compliance with 
regulations by dog guardians 53 
5.1 Introduction ....................................................................................... 53 
5.2 Leash law compliance ....................................................................... 54 
5.3 Faecal collection ................................................................................ 55 
5.4 Attitude surveys................................................................................. 55 
5.5 Aggression and vandalism ................................................................ 56 
5.6 Local government responses ............................................................. 57 
 
Chapter 6: Remediation and mitigation 59 
6.1 Introduction ....................................................................................... 59 
6.2 Education and supervision ................................................................ 59 
6.3 Enforcement ...................................................................................... 63 
6.4 Planning and related measures .......................................................... 64 
6.4.1 Closure and fencing off areas ................................................. 66 
6.4.2 Signage ................................................................................... 68 
6.4.3 Dealing with faecal matter entering waterways ..................... 68 
6.4.4 Dog exercise parks ................................................................. 69 
6.4.5 Predator control ...................................................................... 70 
 
Chapter 7: Conclusions and recommendations 72 
7.1 Conclusions ....................................................................................... 72 
7.1.1 Introduction ............................................................................ 72 
7.1.2 Consequences of disturbance ................................................. 73 
7.2 Recommendations ............................................................................. 75 
7.2.1 Local government ................................................................... 75 
7.2.2 State government .................................................................... 76 
7.2.3 Dog guardians ........................................................................ 78 
7.2.4 Householders .......................................................................... 78 
7.2.5 Resource Management and Conservation records ................. 78 
7.2.6 Further studies ........................................................................ 79 
 
References 80 
 
